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New Lives for Poor Families? 

Policy leaders in Washington and the states are engaging a new debate over an old question: How 
can society best aid jobless mothers and enrich their children's lives? 

The dramatic reform of family welfare policies in 1996, aided by robust economic growth, has 
moved millions of women into low-wage jobs. But how to build from this success? 

Would stiffer work requirements raise more families above the poverty line? Could educational 
opportunities for mothers strengthen parenting? How adequate is the current supply and quality 
of child care? 

As these and other policy options are debated, one fact is clear: We know surprisingly little about 
how state welfare-to-work programs have touched the lives of young children since 1996— and 
perhaps altered the home and child care settings in which they are now being raised. 

This report helps to fill that gap. Our project team followed an initial sample of 948 mothers and 
preschool-age children for two to four years after the women entered new welfare programs— in 
California, Connecticut, and Florida. After two rounds of interviews with mothers, assessments of 
their children's development, and visits to homes and child care settings, these major findings 
have emerged: 

a Many women have moved into low-wage jobs, and their total income has risen significantly. Yet 
their income remains at just over $12,000 annually, with most still living below the poverty line. 

n Related measures of economic well-being show little improvement. For example, almost one- 
fifth of all mothers recently cut the size of meals because they didn't have enough money to 
buy more food, three times the rate reported by all adults nationwide. The average mother 
reported about $400 in savings. 

m The magnitude of income gains, thus far, is too weak to improve home environments or allow 
women to move into better neighborhoods. Mothers are spending less time with their pre- 
school-age children as they leave home for jobs. No consistent gains were detected in pro- 
literacy parenting practices, like reading with their children, establishing dinner-time or bed- 
time routines, sensitivity toward the child, or for 49 other measures of home qualities. 

a Participating mothers displayed twice the rate of clinical depression, two in every five, com- 
pared to the general population. Maternal depression sharply depresses their young children's 
development. 

m Many children moved into new child care centers and preschools. Lower-performing children 
who entered center-based programs displayed significantly stronger gains in cognitive skills and 
school readiness — moving about 3 months ahead of the children who remained in home-based 
settings. This positive relationship was significantly stronger for children who attended higher 
quality centers. 
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How are the lives of mothers and children changing? 



The 1996 Policy Revolution: 

Mothers with Young Children Co to Work 

An ambitious national experiment began in 1996 — making 
public aid to poor families contingent upon work — when 
President Clinton signed the welfare reform bill, officially 
called the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). Several states, during the prior 
25 years, had tried varying combinations of rules and incen- 
tives to move parents — mainly single mothers with school-age 
children — from welfare to work. But the 1996 reforms set in 
place a firm and largely uniform social contract: government 
will help your family if you find a job. 

Under the new cash aid program. Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF), most women are now required to 
enter work activities quickly and eligibility for cash aid is time 
limited. 1 At the same time, the Congress strengthened incen- 
tives for parents to stay in the workforce by expanding work 
supports, like child care, extending child health insurance to 
the working poor, and boosting refundable tax credits for low- 
wage workers. 

During the lively debate over whether Washington should “end 
welfare as we know it,” many expressed concerns regarding the 
potential effects that these wide ranging reforms might have on 
children — especially young children whose mothers had 
generally not been subject to stiff work requirements prior to 
1996. 2 States could now require mothers to work when their 
new-born turns 3 months of age. And about 60% of all women 
receiving cash aid have at least one child under 6 years of age. 

The Congress and President Bush have begun to review the 
1996 reforms. This exercise in Washington will be followed by 
reassessments and policy adjustments across the land, ad- 
vanced by governors and state legislatures. 3 The new debate 
over family policy turns on issues that will direcdy touch the 
lives of young children: Should Washington require states to 
raise work requirements placed on mothers? Would additional 
child care support ease mothers’ transition from welfare to 
work? Might federal initiatives to strength the family institu- 
tion improve home environments for children? 4 

As policy makers weigh these future options, we should be 
learning from the past. Our research aims to inform the follow- 
ing questions, each related to how mothers and young children 
have fared since entering welfare-to-work programs after 1996: 



Si Do single mothers earn more and become less reliant on 
cash aid as they move into the labor force? And does net 
income change with sufficient magnitude to raise the 
quality of children’s home and child care environments? 

M Does more time at work reshape the amount and quality 
of time that mothers spend with their young child? How 
do changes at work and home affect maternal stress and 
mental health over time? 

£1 As more young children move into new child care 
arrangements — from being with kin members to 
entering preschools — what kind of care are young 
children experiencing? 

M Do these changes in children’s daily settings advance — or 
constrain — youngsters’ cognitive growth, pre-literacy skills, 
and social development? 

This final question holds enormous implications: If children’s 
daily settings and early learning are not advanced under this huge 
family-policy experiment, then it’s difficult to argue that welfare 
reform — as one strategy for aiding low-income parents — is 
reducing the inter-generational inheritance of family poverty. 

These are the persistent questions that have motivated the 
Growing Up in Poverty Project, a collaborative study 
codirected by researchers based at Berkeley, Yale, Stanford, and 
Teachers College, Columbia University. Although they are 
long-term questions that will require many years of research to 
fully inform, the present report illuminates how single mothers 
with preschool-aged children are faring between two and four 
years after entering welfare-to-work programs in three states — 
California, Connecticut, and Florida. 

The Crowing Up in Poverty Project 

We drew a sample of women spread across five counties in 
three states, beginning in the spring of 1998, working in 
cooperation with state and local officials. Each of the 948 
mothers had applied to her state’s new welfare-to-work 
program and was deemed eligible for cash aid. Each initially 
reported that she was not married or living with a spouse and 
had at least one child between 12-42 months of age. 

Women in California and Florida had recendy enrolled in, or 
were transferring from AFDC to, their state’s work-first program.'. 
In Connecticut, the participating mothers had been randomly 
assigned in 1996 or 1997 to the new Jobs First program, or to 
the control group that followed the old AFDC rules. 
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We conducted wave 1 interviews that covered a variety of 
topics related to employment, economic well-being, and 
home environments. We also visited a majority of their child 
care settings, gauged the quality on different dimensions, and 
assessed children’s early development. 5 

These initial interviews with mothers in California and Florida 
were conducted two to six months after they had entered a 
work-first program. In Connecticut, the wave 1 interviews were 
conducted 18 months after mothers had entered the program 
experiment. In all three states, our visits to their child care 
settings were conducted during the subsequent six months. 6 
Section 3 details the two rounds of data collection, wave 1 
conducted largely in 1998, and wave 2 data collected primarily 
in the year 2000. 

In February 2000 we reported findings from this 1998 wave of 
data collection in a report entitled, Remember the Children: 
Mothers Balance Work and Child Care under Welfare Reform . 
This descriptive report and subsequent research papers have 
amplified several findings stemming from the wave 1 data. 

Wave 1 highlights included: 

B Over half of all women were finding jobs soon after 
entering these work-first programs. Median hourly wages 
ranged from $5.45 among women in Florida to $7.24 in 
Connecticut. 

§9 Many women, including a sizable share of jobless mothers, 
used a child care provider at least 10 hours per week. Wide 
variation was observed among the three states in the share 
of mothers who selected center-based programs and 
successfully drew child care subsidies. 

M Many children from sampled families had moved into 
child care settings that displayed low quality in terms of 
limited learning materials, a lack of structured or positive 
interactions with caregivers, and activities that would not 
likely contribute to robust child development. 

13 Children continued to grow up in homes with multiple 
sources of stress and uncertainty. One-fifth of the Florida 
mothers, for example, lived with another adult who had an 
alcohol or drug abuse problem. 

B Children’s rates of early learning were hampered by 
uneven parenting practices and high rates of emotional 
depression among many mothers, although these realities 
could not be causally linked to welfare-to-work programs. 

B Women reported widely varying levels of social support. 
About one-sixth of the Connecticut mothers lived with 
another adult who helped support the focal child, as did 
up to one- third of the Florida mothers. Yet four in ten 
women reported they “felt alone as a parent.” 

M We also estimated that at least 1 million preschool-age 
children had entered new child care settings — including 



formal centers or home based arrangements — between 
1996 and 1999, due to the push on mothers with young 
children to enter jobs or mandated work activities. 

New Findings from Families: Two to Four Years 
after Entering Welfare-to-Work Programs 

Building from this baseline information, we posed the same 
interview questions at wave 2 that were asked at wave 1. We 
visited mothers’ homes to pursue sensitive interview topics and 
to assess focal children’s cognitive and social development. 

The wave 2 collection occurred between 18 and 24 months 
following the wave 1 interviews. We successfully maintained 
contact and completed interviews with 706 families, or 78% of 
the family sample that was brought forward from wave l. 7 

During the year 2000, when the wave 2 home visits were 
collected, the average child was just over 4 years-old, compared 
to just under 21/2 years old at wave 1. Figure 1.1 displays our 
timetable for data collection activities. 

The present Wave 2 Technical Report details our findings from 
these most recent maternal interviews, home visits, and child 
assessments for the 706 families that remain in the study. We 
first present results for the Connecticut families (Section 4), 
then turn to the family sample from California and Florida 
(Section 5). 

We interviewed the Connecticut mothers, at wave 2, three years 
after they had either entered that state’s work- first program, 
called Jobs First, or been assigned to the control group. In 
contrast, the wave 2 interviews and home visits in California 
and Florida occurred up to two years after mothers entered 
work-first programs. 

The Connecticut data stem from a randomized experiment 
that allows for detection of specific effects that may stem from 
the mothers’ participation in the welfare-to-work experiment. 
The California and Florida data are longitudinal in nature: we 
focus on change in the lives of mothers and children over 
the two-year period. When we observe significant levels of 
change over time we can not attribute this change to moth- 
ers’ participation in welfare-to-work programs, but we are 
observing change or continuity as mothers’ experience these 
new programs. 

Our wave 2 findings are reported under six topical areas: 

(1) the mother’s employment, income, and welfare status, 

(2) household composition, rates of marriage, social support, 
and forms of conflict and stress inside homes, (3) the mother’s 
time with her young child, parenting practices, and levels of 
affection and emotional attachment to the child, (4) maternal 
and child health, and access to health insurance, (5) types of 
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MAJOR FINDINGS 



Figure 1.1 Family sampling and data collection timeline 



Connecticut 

families 



California 
and Florida 
families 



1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 

H Mothers enter state welfare-to-work programs 
Ffl Wave 1 maternal interviews and child care assessments conducted 
[~~] Wave 2 maternal interviews and home visits conducted 



Notes. The wave 1 interviews were part of Connecticut's 18-month interim 
survey. The wave 2 data collection process corresponded to Connecticut's 
36-month survey. Administrative data on earnings, employment, and TANF 
cash aid stretched to 48 months after random assignment through mid-2001. 




child care selected, cost, use of subsidies, and the mother’s 
views of her child’s caregiver, and (6) children’s early learning, 
school readiness, and social development. 

Major Findings: How Have Mothers’ Lives Changed 
Two to Four Years into Welfare Reform? 

Several important findings detailed below pertain to differ- 
ences in local sites — variability across the counties or states. 8 
At the same time, common patterns emerged across all three 
states. Each of these wider findings holds implications for the 
well-being of mothers and young children two to four years 
after entering welfare-to-work programs. 

Jobs and economic gains 

Employment rates climbed for women as many successfully 
found jobs and remained employed between two and four 
years after entering state programs. In California and Florida, 
the share of women currently working climbed from 22% to 
53% over the two years between wave 1 and wave 2 interviews. 
Part of this rise in employment was due to a robust economy 
and the fact that women entered the welfare system during a 
down period of their life. 9 Yet even women with multiple 
barriers to employment benefited from these employment 
gains. And in Connecticut, the Jobs First program helped to 
raise employment rates, relative to the control group. Four 
years after entering the study, 69% of the Jobs First mothers 
verses 58% of the control group were employed. This 1 1% 
differential can be attributed to involvement in Connecticut’s 
welfare-to-work program. 



Gains in earned income were significant for 
many women, but most showed little 
movement out of low-paying and often part- 
time jobs. Mothers in the two California 
counties earned $9.20 at hour two years 
after entering welfare-to-work programs, 
and Connecticut mothers were making 
$9.35 an hour three years after entry. 
Sampled women in Florida earned less, 
$7.82 hourly, about two years after entry. 

Many mothers went off, or reduced their 
level of, cash aid as they moved into the 
labor force — effectively lowering their 
reliance on welfare assistance. But this also 
affected women’s total income. Still, the 
Connecticut mothers participating in the 
Jobs First program were netting $135 more 
per month in total income, on average, than 
the control group after three years; this 
advantage was $180 monthly for women 
with higher barriers to employment 
(those with no work experience in the year 
prior to random assignment). These gains 
in total income for our sample of mothers with young children 
are considerably more robust compared to observed income 
differences between a larger Jobs First sample, and the 
corresponding control group, detailed in the MDRC evalua- 
tion. In both California and Florida, women enjoyed a $275 
monthly gain in total income at wave 2, relative to wave 1 
levels, after accounting for any losses in cash aid. 10 

Despite these gains in employment, total income fell below 
$13,000 per year for the average mother at wave 2. The 
majority of study families fell below the poverty line two to 
four years after entering work-first programs. 

Many women were eager to exit the welfare system , and just over 
half of those in California and Florida did so by wave 2. Two- 
thirds of this group said that they “just didn’t feel right staying 
on welfare.” Most women understood that cash aid was now 
time limited, but few knew for how many months they could 
retain their eligibility. Many women reported changes in their 
behavior due to time limits, reportedly leaving welfare sooner 
and at times deciding against having another child. 

Households, marriage, and social support 

Housing arrangements vary across state samples and subgroups. 
Just over one-third of sampled mothers in California and 
Florida lived with a kin member or friend. This proportion was 
significandy lower for women with more work experience, and 
higher for those with less experience in the labor force. We 
observed no discernible change in the number of co-residents 
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within mothers’ homes between wave 1 and wave 2 interviews. 
In Connecticut, women participating in Jobs First were more 
likely to live only with their children and with no other adult. 11 
Overall, women with greater economic security tended to live 
in smaller households. 

The marriage rate among sampled women in California and 
Florida rose from 7% to 12% between waves 1 and 2, not 
unexpectedly, given that most participating mothers were in 
their late 20s or early 30s at the point of the wave 2 inter- 
views. 12 The rate at which women were giving birth, however, 
did not change in the year preceding wave 1 and wave 2 
interviews. More surprising, the women participating in 
Connecticut’s work-first program were less likely to be married 
three years after entry, compared to the control group (a 
statistically significant difference). Since Jobs First participants 
benefited from higher employment rates and net income, it 
may be that rising economic security provides more social 
independence, suppressing marriage rates. More research is 
needed on this question. 

Across seven discrete indicators of social support , we found very 
little change for mothers in all three states, and no sustained 
differences in Connecticut between the Jobs First and the 
control group at wave 1 and wave 2. Two tentative signals of 
improved social support were observed, both related to the task 
of child rearing and both rising between waves 1 and 2 for 
California and Florida mothers. Overall, these women reported 
more support from kin members or friends both in terms of 
emotional support and providing child care assistance. These 
gains were observed in Connecticut among that segment of 
Jobs First participants who had no recent work experience, but 
not among women with stronger work experience. 

The geographic mobility of families was remarkably high. Just 
over half of all Florida mothers had moved in the year prior to 
the wave 2 interview. This rate equaled one-third of the 
participating California families. In Connecticut, three out of 
four women had moved at least once during the three years 
after entering the study. 

Time with children, parenting practices, and stress 
Turning to home environments, one notable change is the 
shrinking amount of time that mothers spend with their young 
children. This appears to be due to rising employment rates and 
the fact that children are spending more time in child care. 
Almost half of all women employed at wave 2 reported a 
decrease in the number of hours spent with their child each day. 

We observed very few changes in parenting practices between 
wave 1 and wave 2. We detected a significant decline in the 
frequency with which mothers play games, sing, or tell stories 
with their children at home. The frequency of reading together 
did not increase, although the number of books available to 



children at home did increase between wave 1 and wave 2 in all 
three states. These increases largely disappear after accounting 
for children’s aging, but the gains suggest the importance of 
further research. 

Children watched television about 20 minutes more each weekday 
in wave 2, compared to wave 1, among California and Florida 
families. This increase was inversely related to maternal 
employment. Children of jobless mothers increased their TV 
viewing by 36 minutes on average, compared to a 1 minute 
increase for youngsters of employed mothers. 13 This difference 
may be attributable to the higher educational levels of em- 
ployed mothers and a desire to limit television viewing. Or, it 
may be due to the rising use of child care centers by employed 
mothers. We earlier observed very little use of the TV within 
center-based programs, especially when compared to children 
in home-based arrangements. 14 

No changes in home environments could be detected between 
waves 1 and 2 on 49 other indicators, nor were program 
effects from Connecticut’s work-first program discernible on 
this wide range of measures. This includes other indicators of 
social support received by the mother; conflict and stress 
displayed by adults in the household; problems linked to 
housing quality; hunger and food rationing; rates of 
savings and debt; measures of the mother’s affection 
toward, and emotional rewards gained from, her young child; 
and the mothers ability to cope with and enjoy the child- 
rearing process. (Appendix 1 lists all topics and measures 
employed at waves 1 and 2.) 

Overall, the good news is that these various facets of the home 
environment — many of which affect the climate in which 
young children are raised — did not get worse as many mothers 
left home for jobs. On the other hand, without consistent 
improvements in home environments and pro-learning 
parenting practices, it’s not clear how gains in low- wage 
employment for mothers alone will enrich their children’s 
daily settings. 

Maternal and child health 

Mothers’ mental health — a strong determinant of child 
development — did not improve significantly between waves 1 
and 2 among women in any of the three states. In California 
and Florida, over four in ten mothers reported symptoms of 
depression that surpassed a clinical threshold. Employed 
mothers displayed a lower incidence of depression than 
unemployed women, except in Connecticut, but any causal 
relationship is difficult to determine. While overall incidence 
rates were quite similar in Connecticut, Jobs First participants 
who remained unemployed at wave 2 (three years after entry) 
displayed significantly higher rates of depression than the 
control group. 
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The rate of families covered by health insurance differed 
across the participating counties. Just 58% of sampled Florida 
mothers and 80% of the children were covered by Medicaid at 
wave 2 in year 2000. Employers provided coverage to an 
additional 10%. In San Francisco, fully 97% of all mothers 
reported being covered by Medicaid or a private policy. In 
Connecticut, 92% of the women participating in Jobs First 
reported health coverage, compared to just 81% of the 
control group. Among women working at wave 2 in Connecti- 
cut, four in ten women reported that their employer offered 
health insurance. 

Child care 

The share of mothers using a child care provider — ranging 
from a kin member to a formal center or preschool — rose by 
about 15% across the three states between waves 1 and 2. This 
trend was directly associated with rising employment rates. 
About one in five mothers used more than one provider at least 
10 hours per week at wave 2. The share of mothers selecting 
formal centers rose significantly, climbing from 18% to 38% in 
San Jose, for example, between wave 1 and wave 2. In 
Connecticut this proportion moved up from 14% to 34%, 
combining the Jobs First and control groups. No differences 
could be detected on the likelihood of selecting center-based 
care between the program and control groups. Part of this 
rising use of centers is related to the aging of children. 

The rising use of center-based programs and a stronger draw 
on child care vouchers — in California and Connecticut — 
translated into an overall increase in mothers' utilization of child 
care subsidies . This was particularly impressive in California 
where subsidy take-up rates rose even as many women were 
leaving TANF cash aid. The subsidy take-up rate (among 
women using child care) moved up from 56% to 78% 
between waves. 

The overall use of subsidies remained constant in Connecticut 
at 26% at wave 2. Administrative records reveal that 57% drew 
at least partial child care subsidies, typically for a few months, 
during the second and third year after random assignment. 
Many women had moved off TANF cash aid, but they still 
benefited from child care support. 

A significant number of women are paying cash out of pocket 
for child care. In Florida, the share of mothers making cash 
payments rose from 46% to 66% between waves 1 and 2, 
mostly attributable to the rising incidence of co-payments, 
averaging about $100 a month. This stems from gains in earned 
income which drive the level of co-payment that’s required of 
employed mothers. About one in six women, across all three 
states, drew child care services from kith or kin at no 
monetary cost. 



Mothers who rely on kith and kin members for child care in 
California and Florida rate them higher on organizational 
flexibility and ease of communication, compared to mothers 
who selected center-based care. Almost one-third of all mothers, 
across the three state samples, reported that they worked 
evening shifts; four in ten worked on weekends. 

When we asked mothers what kind of child care they 
preferred if available and affordable, about 60% indicated 
center- based programs. This suggests that demand for center- 
based care would be stronger if centers and preschools 
displayed the organizational flexibility and trust engendered by 
less formal providers. 

Children’s early learning and school readiness 

Children scored at about the 30th percentile on a compre- 
hensive assessment of cognitive proficiency and language 
development, on average across the three states, based on 
national norms. Children’s early development was strongly 
related to their mother’s school attainment and her 
cognitive proficiencies. Mothers scored just below the 
25th percentile on their assessment of cognitive and 
language proficiency. 15 

Children’s early learning trajectories for lower-performing 
children in California and Florida, traced between waves 1 
and 2, rose at a steeper incline for those who attended center- 
based programs. 16 This compares to children who entered 
other kinds of child care settings and those who remained at 
home. The stronger learning trajectories displayed by 
children who attended centers remain significant after taking 
into account the family’s home language, ethnicity, the 
mother’s school attainment and cognitive proficiency, and 
parenting practices in the home. Growth in emergent literacy 
skills was even steeper for children who attended higher 
quality centers. 

The incidence of children’s behavior problems declined 
between waves 1 and 2 in California and Florida. This decline 
becomes insignificant after taking into account children’s 
aging between data collection points. Children with em- 
ployed mothers displayed significantly fewer behavioral 
problems than youngsters with unemployed mothers. Atten- 
dance at center-based programs was unrelated to youngsters’ 
incidence of behavior problems and level of social develop- 
ment. In Connecticut, mothers’ participation in Jobs First led 
to no significant differences in children’s intensity of 
behavioral problems. 

Organization of the Report 

Section 2 describes the policy and economic contexts in which 
welfare reform was unfolding in the mid and late 1990s as our 
study proceeded. The economy continued to expand across the 
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two data collection periods, including wave 1 and wave 2, 
through year 2000. State welfare policies also evolved in varying 
ways across California, Connecticut, and Florida — particularly 
in terms of time limits on cash aid, child care policies, and 
availability of post-TANF family supports — in ways that may 
have affected mothers and young children. 

Section 3 delineates the basic research questions that frame the 
Growing Up in Poverty Project, describes how participating 
mothers were sampled, highlights how the Connecticut and 
Florida-California samples differed, and provides basic 
descriptive data on participating mothers and children. 

Sections 4 and 5 detail the new findings— -focusing on 
Connecticut families and then California and Florida fami- 
lies — exploring how mothers’ and children’s lives have changed 
between two and four years after entering welfare-to-work 
programs. Presentation of the new findings follow the six 
topical areas summarized above. We continue to report 
empirical results for the mother and her “focal child,” the 
youngster who was between 12 and 42 months of age when the 
mother was initially sampled for the study. 17 

Findings from Experimental and Longitudinal 
Panel Data: Cautionary Notes 

We report findings for Connecticut families separately from the 
combined sample of California and Florida families. For all 
three states, we now have collected two waves of data — with 
near identical maternal interviews and assessments of 
children’s development — for families in all three states. But 
the mothers in Connecticut entered that state’s work-first 
program 12-18 months before their counterparts did in 
California and Florida. 

In addition, the Connecticut mothers were participating in a 
real experiment, each being randomly assigned to the Job First 
program or to a control group. This offers the advantage of 
identifying discrete effects linked to the new welfare program, 
an analytic task that is not possible with the California and 
Florida family samples. For these two states, we study change 
over time, including rates of children’s early learning. But we 
can not make air-tight causal claims, since particular pathways 
taken by women and children may be influenced by factors that 
remain unmeasured, out of our analytic sight so to speak. 
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Local economies, policies, and implementation 



Overview 

Our nation no longer has a single set of family welfare 
programs — we have 50 diverse policy regimes. Several states, 
including California and Florida, have further devolved 
authority and dollars down to county governments. And key 
work supports — especially the archipelago of child care 
organizations and individual caregivers that dot local counties 
— have long operated in a decentralized fashion. 

So, to understand the forces that may drive change or continu- 
ity in the lives of families we must illuminate such variations in 
local contexts. This section details the evolution of economic 
and policy contexts within our participating states and 
counties. We focus on the period, 1 996-2000, stretching from 
when the first mothers were drawn into our sample to 
completion of wave 2 data collection. 

The nations economy continued to expand through 2000, 
spurring steady growth in labor demand, even for low-skilled 
workers entering low- wage jobs. In addition, many states and 
counties pushed forward to implement the 1996 federal 
reforms. This included efforts to enforce time limits on cash 
aid (particularly in Connecticut), expanded child care 
funding and richer information for mothers about options (in 
all three states), and governance changes, including a shift of 
job preparation services out of county or regional welfare 
offices and into labor departments, or to private firms (in 
Connecticut and Florida). 18 

Ideally, empirical studies would pinpoint how discrete policies 
yield particular outcomes. For example, does time-limited aid 
spur women to move off welfare and realize gains in net 
income? Do particular elements of welfare-to-work pro- 
grams, such as job preparation activities or signals sent from 
caseworkers, contribute to women’s employment behavior 
over time? Do certain forms of child care, expanded with 
public funding, contribute to young children’s early learning 
and development? 

Yet tightly linking a particular policy lever to specific change in 
family behavior is easier said than done. Experimental research 
designs, such as the one employed in Connecticut, help to 
isolate the aggregate effect of participating in a work-first 
program. But additional research is required to figure out what 
elements of the program really worked. Nor can families be 
randomly assigned to every condition — higher quality training 



programs or quality child care, for example — which would 
illuminate underlying causal processes. So, longitudinal panel 
data, including our California and Florida samples, can 
contribute to our understanding of how exposure to certain 
policies is associated with differing family outcomes. And by 
studying families in five differing counties, a comparative 
approach, we aim to illuminate how local policies and institu- 
tional conditions may contribute to differing outcomes. First, 
we describe the varying conditions facing families locally in the 
years following the 1996 reforms. 

The National Economic Picture and State Portraits 

Economic growth continued to spur rising demand for low- 
wage workers through the wave 2 data collection period at the 
end of 2000. Economic data from our three participating states 
illustrate basic trends (Figure 2.1). Jobless rates, shown in panel 
A, continued to decline in each county, based on the annual 
quarterly average reported by the census bureau. In the New 
Haven-Meriden region of Connecticut, for example, the 
unemployment rate fell from 5.8% in 1996 to just 2.3% in 
2000. In San Jose the jobless rate started out low — 3.6% in 
1996 — then fell even further to 2% in 2000 (not shown). 

The three participating states differ along basic economic 
indicators. Median household income in Florida equaled just 
under $38,000 in 2000, compared to just over $53,300 in 
Connecticut. Median income in California was closer to 
Connecticut, pegged at $46,800 in 2000. The basic differences 
in population are important to note. California had 2.5 million 
children under 5 years old in 2000, compared to 945,000 in 
Florida and 223,000 in Connecticut. 

Declines in child poverty rates were seen in all three states 
between 1996-2000 (panel B of Figure 2.1). The most 
significant decrease was in California, where child poverty fell 
from 25% of all youngsters under 18 in 1996, to 19% in 2000. 
The child poverty rate in Connecticut declined from 15% to 
11% during the same period. Yet Connecticut continues to have 
a bifurcated distribution of family income. Between 1990-2000, 
the income of the state’s’most affluent 40% of families rose, 
while the poorest 20% experienced a 26% drop in income. 19 

Welfare caseloads continued to decline into year 2000 (panel 
C). California’s caseload decline has been modest, compared to 
trends in other states. The overall decline, 1996-2000, equaled 
44%. If California had adopted the more stringent eligibility 
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Figure 2.1 Panel A Declining unemployment rates for selected counties 
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Figure 2.1 Panel B Declining child poverty rates by state 




Figure 2.1 Panel C Declining welfare caseloads by state 
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and work rules put in place by a hypothetical “average state” 
the caseload would have fallen by about 64% over this period. 20 
The fall in Connecticut’s caseload was precipitous between 
1998 and 1999, as many women hit their 21-month time limit 
and left the system. 

These state-level trends mirrored developments across the 
country as implementation of the 1996 federal reforms 
proceeded. A range of information has become available 
recently that illuminates how families fared — during this 
period of robust growth in labor demand: 

H Welfare caseloads fell by 57% nationally, from a high point 
of about 5 million families drawing cash aid in 1994, to 2.1 
million in 2001, prior to the recession. The extent to which 
the caseload decline can be attributed to policy change 
versus strong labor demand remains an open empirical 
issue. Recent analyses, however, have identified significant 
effects stemming from federal and state policy changes. 21 

H Just under three in five single parents were employed one 
year after exiting the welfare (TANF cash aid) system, 
looking across 15 state-level studies of “welfare leavers.” 
Average earnings , across these same state studies, were 
estimated at about $1 0,400 annually. This translates to 
hourly wages of between $7 and $8 on average, taking into 
account part-time employment. 22 Recent experimental 
studies reveal employment advantages of between 3% and 
12% for program participants across different state 
programs, compared to control groups. 23 The economic 
expansion, of course, benefited many women in the 
control groups, as seen in their rising employment rates. 24 

U While the labor market absorbed many additional single 
mothers, the structure of wages for low-skilled women did 
not change much. The labor force participation rate of 
single mothers who had been on cash aid in the prior year 
rose dramatically after 1996, from just under 40% to 
almost 57% by 2000. But hourly wage levels rose just 3.5% 
among similar, low-skilled women after 1996, despite 
strength in labor demand. And this gain must be set in the 
context of a 7.9% drop in real wages for this group 
between 1979 and 1994. 25 

m Collateral family support programs — enlarged and re- 
formed during the 1990s — contributed significantly to 
many women’s net income as they moved off cash aid and 
into jobs. The earned income tax credit (EITC) has grown 
dramatically over the past decade, distributing about $30 
billion in refundable credits to 18 million low- wage 
workers in 2000. 26 About one million additional low- 
income parents received child care subsidies in 2000, 
compared to 1996, thanks to growth in the federal Child 
Care and Development Block Grant and transfer of TANF 
savings into child care. 27 Participation in Medicaid and the 



Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) has inched 
upward among families leaving cash aid, although many 
continue to leave this form of health coverage even when 
still eligible. 28 

Given the strong economy and welfare-policy effects, some 
policy makers hoped to see a reduction in the so-called 
“poverty gap.” This measure estimates the number of dollars 
required to push all individuals living in poverty up over the 
poverty line. Between 1993-1995 this dollar gap was reduced by 
$7.2 billion after taking into account taxes and income 
transfers (including cash aid, the EITC, food stamps, and other 
benefits). But the closing of this gap slowed between 1995- 
1999, further narrowing by just $2.3 billion, largely after 
welfare reform. 29 

The overall poverty gap shrank between 1993-1999, from $32.0 
to $22.5 billion. But the slowing of progress is worrisome, 
especially in light of employment and earnings gains experi- 
enced by many single mothers during this period. It may be 
due to an aggregate loss in cash aid in the wake of welfare 
reform; that is, gains in earnings were offset by a loss in 
income transfers. Whatever the underlying factors, it does 
suggest that the economic context remains uneven for many 
mothers and children. 

Evolving Policy Contexts— States and Counties 

Welfare and child care policies differ significantly among our 
three participating states, and these variations may be 
related to change and continuity in the lives of families. 
Specific provisions of welfare policies can be compared 
along several dimensions. Table 2.1 reports indicators of cash 
benefit levels, the disregard of earned income (creating an 
incentive to work), and the toughness of sanctions and 
time limits. 

For example, in 1998, as we were sampling mothers into the 
study, the monthly welfare payment for a family of three 
equaled $303 in Florida, $543 in Connecticut, and $565 in 
California. Connecticut legislated a 21-month lifetime limit on 
cash aid, versus 48 months in Florida and 60 months in 
California (for the mother’s case). As Connecticut officials 
began to enforce the time limit, however, a significant number 
of extensions or exemptions from work requirements were 
granted. 30 Florida and California have intermediate time limits: 
women can receive cash aid for up to 24 of any 36-month 
period in Florida, and California recipients can be on cash aid 
for not more than 24 consecutive months. 

Connecticut has attempted to create strong short-term 
incentives to work through its “income disregard” policy. 
Welfare caseworkers disregard 100% of the family’s earned 
income in calculating eligibility for cash aid up to the federal 
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Table 2.1 Contrasting state welfare policies for California, Connecticut, and Florida 





Benefit levels 


Income disregard 


Sanctions 


Time limits 


Work incentives overall 


California 


High 


High 


Lenient 


Strict 


Mixed 


Connecticut 


Nigh 


High 


Moderate 


Strict 


Mixed 


Florida 


Medium 


Moderate 


Strict 


Strict 


Strong 



Notes: Indicator levels are in relative terms, comparing one state to average rules and benefit levels. This summary was adapted from Blank & Schmidt 
(2001). Original analysis appears in the State Policy Documentation Project, conducted by the Center for Law and Social Policy and the Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities (www.spdp.org). 



poverty line. We will see in Section 4 how this clearly spurred 
mothers to find work and retain their cash assistance until they 
hit their time limit. In contrast, Florida policy stipulates that 
just 60% of earned income can be disregarded. California falls 
in between with about 81% of income being disregarded in 
our two participating counties during waves 1 and 2. 

Mothers with infants under one year of age generally are not 
required to work in California. But in Florida, mothers face 
work requirements once their baby turns 3-months old. 

Overall, Florida has the lowest cash benefit level, the strictest 
sanctions, and relatively stronger incentives to work. Connecti- 
cut displays a strong incentive to work in the short run with the 
full income disregard. Connecticut typically exempts mothers 
from work requirements until their infant turns 1 year-old. 
California has the highest cash benefit level among our three 
states, and relatively weaker incentives to work, allowing 
women to combine work and cash aid. 

In addition, state child care policies create supports or incen- 
tives for employment. Table 2.2 sketches differences in state-level 



policies, related to families on cash aid and working poor 
families. For example, the ceiling on families’ eligibility for 
child care support is relatively high in California and Connecti- 
cut, 75% of the state’s median income, in 2000. In contrast, 
families earning over 50% of Florida’s median income become 
ineligible for child care assistance. Connecticut’s eligibility for 
child care assistance extends indefinitely following exit from 
the TANF system, compared to a two-year time limit imposed 
by California. In Connecticut, however, the state periodically 
freezes new enrollments for the low-income child care program. 

The rates at which states and counties reimburse child care 
providers — be they centers or individual caregivers receiving 
voucher support — also vary significantly. In California, 
providers are reimbursed up to 93% of the market rate, and the 
statewide survey upon which market-derived costs are deter- 
mined is recent, conducted in 1999. In Connecticut, the state 
reimbursed providers at 75% of the market rate, and market 
prices were determined in a statewide survey conducted a 
decade ago. Florida has created a tiered reimbursement 
system, allocating twice the per child amount to centers and 



Table 2.2 Contrasting state child care policies for California, Connecticut, and Florida 



Income eligibility cut-off as percentage 
of states median Income 
[single mother, two children] 

1995 2000 


Co-payment required monthly 
for one child 

[family of three at poverty level] 
1995 2000 


Child care providers 
reimbursed at 

75 i of market rate or more? 
2000 


California 


66% im 


$0 $0 


Yes. paid at 75% to 93% 
of 1999;market rate 


Connecticut 


76% 75% 


$41 I47 1 


No, paid at 75% 
of 1991 market rate. 


Florida 


54% 50% 


$64 $69 


Yes, paid at 75% of 1999 
market rate; centers 
receive twice reimbursement 
as home-based providers 



Notes. Adapted from Shulman, Blank, & Ewen, (2001). A Fragile Foundation: State Child Care Assistance Policies. Washington DC: Children's Defense Fund. 
1 Copays not required of Connecticut mothers while drawing TANF cash aid. 
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preschools, compared to the reimbursement level for individual 
providers. This creates a strong incentive to use center-based 
programs, and for new organizations to enter the field if the 
pay-out to centers is sufficient. This helps to explain why, at wave 
1 in 1998, we discovered a high rate of center selection by 
participating Tampa mothers. 31 In 2002, Connecticut began a 
tiered reimbursement system, based on a new market rate survey. 

Mothers’ use of subsidies and the duration of such support is 
important to consider. A larger share of women drawing TANF 
cash aid now taps into child care support, compared to the 
percentage under the old AFDC program. In part, this is due to 
the fact that very few women with children under 5 years old 
faced stiff work requirements, nor significant economic 
incentives to work, prior to 1996. 

Modest and variable shares of eligible families are obtaining 
child care support, nationwide, either through welfare offices, 
center-based programs, or community agencies that distribute 
child care vouchers. Among 16 states that could estimate 
subsidy utilization rates, less than one in five eligible families 
were taking-up their child care support, and no state reported a 
utilization rate exceeding one in four of all eligible families. 32 A 
second study found that the duration of subsidy use can be 
quite short, ranging from 3 months in Oregon to 7 months in 
Texas. In some states, among the five studied, many women re- 
entered the subsidy system for a succession of short spells. 33 

Child Care Availability among Neighborhoods 

The neighborhood availability of child care options speaks to a 
key element of youngsters’ daily contexts. We report below on 
how mothers, not surprisingly, are spending less time with 
their preschool-age children as they move out of their homes 
and into jobs. This means that children are being raised by a 
widening array of adults, be it within formal centers or 
home-based settings. And mothers’ propensity to select 
centers or preschools may stem from the nearby availability of 
such programs. 

Our earlier report detailed wide variability in the simple 
availability of enrollment slots found in centers. For example, 
we found that centers in Tampa provided 42 child slots for 
every 100 children under age 5, on average, within the neigh- 
borhoods in which our family sample resided. This compared 
to just 1 1 slots per 100 children in the zip codes of participating 
San Jose families. 34 

We have extended this analysis to include center information 
for die two Connecticut sites, New Haven and Manchester. In 
addition, we geocoded the location of all participating families 
and each center-based program. This allowed us to determine 
the total number of enrollment slots operating in centers 



situated within a one-mile radius of each family. The number 
of slots — be they filled or vacant — is reported for the median 
family by site in Figure 2.2. 

This new analysis confirms that the availability of center-based 
slots is quite high in Tampa (736 slots) and San Francisco (842 
slots) for the median family, relative to the other three counties. 
Availability of center slots is lowest in Connecticut, equaling 
233 slots within a mile radius of the median family, and just 
136 slots in Manchester. 35 We can not assume that all these slots 
are available to welfare or working-poor families. But the bulk 
of these centers are located in low-income communities, 
populated by subsidized centers. This analysis does not include 
licensed family child care homes. 

Local Implementation and Policy Developments 
since 1998 

States and local counties continued to implement the federal 
reforms as we drew our sample of families, between 1996 and 
1998. In California, the state legislature did not pass authoriz- 
ing legislation that incorporated the federal changes until mid- 
1997. Florida had approved their rendition of welfare reform 
over a year earlier. And Connecticut had transitioned most 
AFDC clients into the Jobs First program by the end of 1996. In 
each state, after 1998, policy developments and implementa- 
tion steps continued to unfold. 

California, The implementation of welfare reform was 
decentralized, to a limited extent, down to the state’s 58 
counties. The state legislation — replacing AFDC with the new 
CalWORKs program — established basic eligibility criteria, the 
24-month consecutive time limit for cash aid, and greatly 
expanded child care programs (primarily voucher support). 
Local governments and their welfare departments design job 
preparation services, set the structure and culture of local 
offices, and variably coordinate a variety of work-support 
efforts, including child care programs. 

In our study counties— San Francisco and Santa Clara — 
welfare departments have contracted out specific services, 
including job clubs, training programs, and the management of 
child care subsidies. County approaches vary in terms of 
whether an individual caseworker or set of specialists manages 
family cases. The Rand Corporation is conducting a long-term 
evaluation of the state’s CalWORKs program. This research 
team’s initial look at local implementation revealed several 
sticking points. 

Concerned about the well-being of children, as well as moving 
mothers into jobs, the state created the CalWORKs program. 
The CalWORKs acronym stems from the Work Opportunity 
and Responsibility to Kids Act, indicating the legislature’s clear 
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Figure 2.2 Availability of center and preschool enrollment slots by 
county site, 1998 
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concern with how child well-being would be advanced or 
under cut as many more mothers entered jobs. Funding for 
child care and preschool programs distributed from Sacra- 
mento has risen rapidly, from $800 million in the 1997 fiscal 
year, to $3.1 billion in the current year. Most of this increase 
has been for child care vouchers, assisting welfare families or 
working-poor parents through the state “alternative 
payments” program. 36 

This steady growth in voucher financing, compared to direct 
support of centers and preschools through contracts, has 
constrained the expansion of center-based enrollment slots 
statewide. For example, the number of new center slots has 
grown just below the annual rate of child population growth, 
about 3.1% each year since 1996. Additional analysis is 
required to see whether this decline applies to centers situated 
in low-income communities. 37 

County-level developments are important to note as well. Each 
county welfare agency spent considerable effort in reshaping 
their caseworker staff and the culture of local offices. California 
had already experienced a series of reforms relating to the 
individual caseworker’s role, dating back to the 1970s when 
they were designated as “eligibility workers,” checking to see 
whether mothers remained eligible for cash aid. In this light, 
the 1996 reforms have been viewed as positive in the sense that 
the caseworkers role is now more enabling, assisting clients to 
enter job preparation activities, education and training, or to 
move into the labor force. 

Staffing of child care agencies has grown rapidly, largely 
within nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) which came 
to administer rapidly growing child care budgets. As one 



NGO director recently said, “1998 was a 
very challenging year,” the first full year 
of implementation after the 1997 
passage of the state welfare reform bill. 
Counties have brought on senior staff to 
manage the child care elements of 
CalWORKs and to liaise with the local 
NGO community. 

Policy leaders in both California counties, 
from 1996 forward, have been concerned 
about the availability and quality of child 
care options. An earlier project policy brief 
details the innovative efforts taken by 
county leaders to improve information 
made available to welfare families and 
working poor parents. Aggressive efforts 
have been undertaken to boost the share of 
mothers who draw their child care subsidy. 38 

Our wave 2 findings detail how these efforts 
appear to have paid off in terms of gains in the subsidy take- 
up rate between 1998-2000 (Section 5). 

The San Francisco Children’s Council, one sizeable NGO, has 
boosted its count of caseworkers from 15 to 80 positions after 
contracting with the welfare agency in 1998 to disburse child 
care subsidies. Total reimbursements to providers now exceed 
$28 million annually in San Francisco. Given the preferences of 
some CalWORKs parents and the scarcity of center-based 
enrollment slots, a rising share of aid has been going to 
mothers who rely on kith or kin and draw voucher support, 
equaling 53% of all families receiving aid in 2000; 15% of 
voucher recipients select center-based programs. 

Another major local development is the growth of tobacco-tax 
funding of early childhood programs statewide, under state 
Proposition 10. It created a state Commission on Children and 
Families, along with 58 county commissions, which together 
spend about $700 million each year on early childhood 
programs, including quality improvement efforts and wage 
incentives for providers who stay in the field and pursue 
further training. 

Connecticut. In 1999, the state advanced a “balanced work 
first” policy strategy that intends to address the barriers to 
employment experienced by many TANF recipients. Jobs First 
was never limited only to quick work placement. The 1999 
adjustments signaled a more intense investment in job 
preparation activities, including job search training, counsel- 
ing, and basic classroom instruction in literacy and numeracy. 
We will see in Section 4 how a significant percentage of Jobs 
First participants enrolled in community college training as 
well. Employment services had been moved out of the 
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Department of Social Services (DSS) and into local offices of 
the state labor department in mid- 1998. This reportedly eroded 
morale in some DSS field offices. The new offices began to set- 
up one-stop centers for job training programs in 1999 under 
innovative state legislation. 

Some advocates have argued that the philosophical adjustment 
manifest in the balanced work first strategy has not been 
followed by a sufficient investment The state’s investment in 
employment support services reached $16 million in 2000. Yet 
state spending on cash aid fell by about $150 million between 
1998 and 2000 as many clients hit their time limit and 
caseloads declined dramatically. 

Before women began hitting their 21-month limit, the legislature 
had created Safety Net Services for those recipients who would 
not be eligible for extensions or work exemptions. Services 
extended to these families include food aid, temporary housing, 
clothing, and intensive case management. No cash assistance is 
provided. In 2000, however, about one-third of those enrolled in 
the safety net program were reinstated into the TANF program. 

MDRCs comprehensive evaluation of the Jobs First program 
includes an implementation substudy, conducted largely in the 
two study sites of Manchester and New Haven. The final report 
details several implementation problems that may have 
constrained the effectiveness of the Jobs First experiment: 
under staffing of field offices as they moved aggressively to 
provide more job-related services; a rocky start for the child 
care subsidy program that has been administered by two 
different private firms; difficulties in monitoring work activi- 
ties of clients; the bifurcation of eligibility and intake from 
employment services, split between DSS and Department of 
Labor (DOL); and two rough transitions in terms of which 
agencies or staff had primary responsibility for case manage- 
ment. Both DSS and DOL contracted with private firms or 
consortia of local NGOs to run elements of case management. 39 

Connecticut also was implementing a new school readiness 
initiative during our field work, 1998-2000. This continues to 
be run as a cooperative venture between state education and 
social services agencies. This may have improved the odds that 
Jobs First (and control group) mothers were able to locate a 
center- based program for their child prior to our wave 2 
interviews. We do report a significant rise in the share of focal 
children attending centers and preschools at wave 2. The states 
school readiness initiative was expanding during the study 
period, operating in 36 school districts, serving 6,500 children. 
The program aims to serve low-income families who generally 
can not afford quality preschool programs. 

When we conducted quality assessments at wave 1 — at center- 
based and home- based child care settings — centers displayed 
generally low quality on multiple measures, although few 



women had selected centers. Low center quality, on average, 
may be due to relatively low training requirements for child 
care staff. For example, entry-level teaching staff in centers are 
not required to have any early childhood training, nor are 
individuals who run family child-care homes and qualify for 
public subsidies. 40 

Florida. Quick implementation of the WAGES work-first 
program, expanded child care funding, and a bumpy decen- 
tralization of welfare programs have marked this states context 
since 1996. Florida’s experimental Family Transition Program 
was well under way prior to President Clinton’s approval of the 
work-first program strategy. By the time we began drawing our 
sample of families in spring 1998, the state had created a state 
workforce development (or so-called WAGES) board, and 
established local boards in each county. The state also raised 
the income eligibility ceiling for child care support to 200% of 
the poverty line to serve additional working poor families. 

Originally, the state departments of Labor and Children and 
Families cooperatively ran welfare programs in Hillsborough 
County, including Tampa and surrounding towns. But by the 
year 2000, county workforce development boards had taken 
control of the welfare-to-work initiative and privatized the 
management of many client services. For example, Goodwill 
Industries was managing many family cases during our wave 2 
data collection. Most recently, the governor pushed to transfer 
school readiness and preschool funding out of the education 
department and into the state workforce development board. 
Much of this money will go to local boards for privatized 
service delivery, either by nonprofit community organizations 
or for-profit firms. 

Florida’s tiered reimbursement structure for child care 
providers also distinguishes this state’s policy regime. This 
policy, matched with relatively low quality standards compared 
to other large states, creates an incentive for private firms and 
nonprofits to build new center-based programs. This may 
explain, in part, why the supply of center- based enrollment 
slots is quite high in the Tampa area, even compared to 
California which has a better funded system of nonprofit 
centers statewide. As discussed in our earlier report, the quality 
of Tampa’s centers is low on average, although quite variable. 
Child care staff earn $14,460 annually on average. 

Florida has implemented demanding work requirements on 
most welfare families. For example, mothers must enter a work 
activity when their infant turns 3 months of age, compared to 
12 months of age in California. The lifetime limit on cash aid is 
four years in Florida, compared to 21 months in Connecticut 
and five years in California. Similar to other states, Florida tries 
to provide child care assistance for two years after the mother 
has moved off cash aid and into a job. 
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Required co-payments for child care kick-in earlier for Florida 
mothers, compared to California and Florida. The minimum 
co-pay equals about $16 per month, then rises when the 
mother’s income climbs. Florida has experimented with 
reimbursing providers that provide transportation to mothers, 
enabling them to get to work with one less burden. Child care 
services are contracted from the county WAGES or workforce 
board to the Central Agency, a countywide resource and 
referral agency that provides a variety of services to parents and 
providers alike. All reimbursements go directly to providers, 
although we detail in Section 5 how many women understood 
that they were receiving a portable child care voucher, allowing 
choice from among different options. 

Summary 

Certain commonalities marked all three states. For instance, the 
strong economy continued to drive down jobless rates and 
levels of child poverty throughout our two data collection 
periods. Each state program included time limits on cash aid, 
intensive job preparation activities for many clients, and 
rising availability of child care support. 

At the same time, state policy makers crafted varying welfare- 
to-work programs. The Connecticut legislature and governor 
set a 21-month lifetime limit for cash assistance, compared to 
five years in California. Connecticut front-loaded a relatively 
generous income disregard which created a strong incentive to 
work - but only until mothers hit their 21-month time limit. In 
contrast, California has a weaker disregard and more lenient 
time limits. Florida has the toughest income ceiling, set at just 
50% of the state’s median income, for families applying for 
child care assistance. Connecticut allows families earning up to 
75% of the state median to receive child care assistance. 

Local communities differ dramatically in the availability of 
center-based programs. Centers and preschools operating in 
San Francisco, in 1998, provided over six times as many 
enrollment slots within a one-mile radius of the median study 
family than did centers in Manchester. Strong center supply in 
Tampa appears to stem from the tiered reimbursement system 
and a robust for-profit child care sector. Entry to the provider 
market is attractive for these firms, given weak quality regula- 
tions and low wages for center staff. But in turn, these centers 
provide many spaces for low-income families. 

In sum, we see significant variability in state policies and local 
institutions. It remains difficult to attribute particular family 
outcomes to a discrete policy, given the complexity of these 
policies and organizations. As we detail our empirical findings, 
broken down by state or county, we return to these policy 
regimes and advance working hypotheses regarding how policy 
action may be affecting family-level behavior. 
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Sampled families two to four years into welfare reform 



Overview 

We aimed to learn — from the outset of the Growing Up in 
Poverty Project — how mothers with young children fared as 
they moved through new welfare-to-work programs. In 1998 
we identified over one thousand women, all of whom had 
recently entered a new welfare-to-work program and had at 
least one child, age 12-42 months. A third criterion for being 
sampled was that the mother was the head of her single- 
parent household. 41 

In this section we detail key attributes of sampled families and 
sketch key elements of the study’s design: 

rn How representative are the mothers who agreed to join the 
study — compared to similar families served by welfare 
offices in the five participating counties? 

M To what extent did the family sample change as some 
women left the study between 1998 and 2000? 

^ What are the demographic and economic features of the 
participating mothers, their households, and their 
neighborhoods? 

Si How diverse are the families, particularly in terms of 
mothers’ prior work experience, barriers to entering the 
labor force, and their home environments? 

Sampling Families in Three States: 

Wave 1 Data Collection, 1996-1998 

Our initial sampling of families yielded 948 mothers who 
agreed to participate, situated in five counties and spread 
across California, Connecticut, and Florida. This represented 
just over 90% of the 1,079 women who we contacted and who 
met our sampling criteria. 42 

In Connecticut we sampled women who had been randomly 
assigned in 1996 or 1997 to the state’s new Jobs First program 
or assigned to a control group. The latter half of families 
continued to live under the old AFDC welfare rules and 
experienced less pressure to find a job. In California and 
Florida, we sampled women in 1998 who had entered their 
state’s work-first program, recruited from orientation sessions 
in county welfare offices. The final family sample at wave 1, 
after dropping cases with incomplete data and those that 
inadvertently passed through the sampling screen, equaled 927 
mothers and their young children. 43 

Our study team welcomed the opportunity to collaborate with 
the Connecticut Department of Social Services and the 



Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) in 
their random-assignment evaluation of the state Jobs First 
program. Both organizations were open to designing interview 
protocols, child care observations, and home visits that were 
shared with our California and Florida sites. This enhanced our 
ability to compare wave 1 and, now, wave 2 results across the 
three states. 

The Connecticut family sample differs from the California and 
Florida sample in two important ways. First, our wave 1 
interviews with Connecticut mothers occurred about 18 months 
after they entered this state’s work- first program. In contrast, 
initial sessions with mothers in California and Florida took 
place within six months of entry. Thus, the Connecticut 
mothers were further into the welfare-to-work program, and a 
significant share had disconnected from the cash assistance 
(TANF) part of the state’s welfare-to-work program. 

This difference in timing resulted in varying lengths of 
exposure to state and county welfare programs — depending on 
whether women remained in contact with the TANF cash aid 
system. For example, when we conducted the wave 2 maternal 
interviews and home visits in 2000, the average Connecticut 
mother had entered the work-first program three years earlier, 
compared to less than two years of exposure for the average 
mother in California and Florida. 

One other issue around the timing of sampling pertains to 
Florida and California. By 1998 the new Florida work-first 
program had been underway for a little over one year state- 
wide. In contrast, many of the California mothers were being 
“re-enrolled” from the old AFDC program into that state’s 
CalWORKs program as they entered the study. A portion of the 
Florida mothers had felt pressure to find a job from 8 to 12 
months longer than the California mothers at the time of wave 
1 interviews. 

The second difference regarding the Connecticut sample, 
introduced above, is that half the families had been randomly 
assigned to the state’s Jobs First program and the other half to the 
control group. This allows the opportunity to isolate the possible 
effects of participation in the state’s welfare-to-work program. 

In designing the Growing Up in Poverty Project, we empha- 
sized the importance of local variability, both in the policy 
regimes set in place at state and county levels, as well as the 
diversity of neighborhoods in which poor families reside. Our 
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earlier report, for instance, illuminated how the supply of 
center-based child care varies dramatically among counties and 
across neighborhoods within counties - organizational 
conditions that influence women’s decision making. 44 These 
local differences constrain our ability to generalize to larger 
populations of welfare-poor families. Under the devolution of 
many welfare policies and practices, the force of these local 
conditions must be taken into account as we interpret 
empirical patterns. 

How Representative is the Family Sample? 

Our research team was most curious about single mothers who 
were deemed eligible and who entered new welfare programs in 
each of the three states. To generalize from our family samples, 
at least to the counties from which our samples were drawn, we 
wanted to check that the families randomly selected in 1998 
were representative of all welfare clients who resembled our 
sample: female-headed households with at least one young 
child, age 12-42 months old. 

Table 3.1 compares the sampled families against that portion of 
each county’s caseload that met our selection criteria, gleaned 
at a given month in 1998. Overall, our original random 
samples were closely representative of each county’s caseload at 
that point in time. The sampled mothers in San Francisco and 



San Jose were three years older than the overall slice of the 
caseload made-up of single mothers with young children. And 
Latino families were slighdy under represented in New Haven 
and Tampa samples. We over sampled Vietnamese -American 
mothers in San Jose, since county leaders requested a separate 
analysis of these families. 

Changes in the Family Sample between Wave 1 
and Wave 2 

After completing wave 1 data collection in January 1999, we 
maintained periodic contact with as many participating 
mothers as possible. Severe attrition in family samples, 
experienced by similar studies, can restrict the generalizability 
of the findings to broader populations. Somewhat better-off 
families are typically retained at a higher rate. This can bias 
downstream research results. So, we analyzed the basic features 
of those mothers and families retained in the sample after 
completing wave 2 data collection, compared to those who had 
dropped from the sample. 

We began setting up the wave 2 interviews and home visits by 
early 2000, scheduling this second round of data collection 
about 18-24 months after the first round. We were able to 
interview 78% of the original wave 1 participants by the time 
we completed the wave 2 data collection in early 2001. 45 This 



Table 3.1 Representativeness of family samples— mothers* attributes at wave 1 





Mother's Age 
(median years) 


Black 


Ethnicity (%) 
latino 


Vietnamese 


On aid 
In prior year 


San Francisco 












Sample 


29 


57 


18 


0 


97 


Population 


26 


56 


16 


3 


92 


San Jose 












Sample 


29 


7 


51 


26 


98 


Population 


26 


11 


51 


13 


NA 


Manchester 












Sample 


26 


20 


19 


0 


60 


Population 


25 


23 


16 


0 


48 


New Haven 












Sample 


25 


44 


21 


0 


65 


Population 


24 


42 


30 


0 


57 


Tampa 












Sample 


32 


47 


14 


1 


92 


Population 


30 


47 


23 


0 


N'A 



Note: Comparing sampied families against county welfare populations meeting sampling criteria. For Connecticut, the percentage of women on aid is for 
the year prior to random assignment. 
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Table 3.2 Family samples at wave 1 (1998) and wave 2 (2000) 
(sample sizes and retention rates in parentheses) 





Wave 1 

Maternal interviews 


Wave 2 

Maternal Interviews 


Wave;*. 

Horae visits/Chiil Assessments, 


I 

Connecticut families 1 








Manchester 


73 (69) 


60 • 


34 


(Hartford County) 




(87%) 


(49%) 


New Haven 


238 (224) 


194 


125 


(New Haven County) 




(87%) 


(56%) 


California families 








San Jose 


219 


139 


121 


(Santa Clara County) 




(76%) 2 


(66%) 


San Francisco 


195 


158 


135 


(city and county) 




(81%) 


(69%) 


Florida families 








Tampa 


202 


155 


141 


(Hillsborough County) 




(77%) 


(70%) 


Total Sample Sizes (n) 


927 (909) 


706 


556 



1 The Connecticut family sample excludes child-only cases and mothers who had participated in a wetfare-to-work program prior to the Jobs First program 
experiment. Sample retention percentages are calculated on the corrected wave 1 sample of 293 families. The original wave 1 sample, including all maternal 
interviews completed in Connecticut, totaled 948 families before these exclusions were made. 

2 Adjusted attrition rate calculated after setting aside 21 Vietnamese-American mothers from wave 1 who opted not to participate in wave 2 data 
collection. 



equaled 706 women across the three state sites. Complete data 
were collected during the home visits for 61% of the original 
sample (556 mothers and children). These home visits were 
scheduled after completing the maternal interviews which were 
conducted by phone. 

Table 3.2 details participation rates at wave 2 for each state and 
county. Sample attrition was lowest in Connecticut: just 13% of 
the mothers participating in the wave 1 interview did not 
participate in the wave 2 phone interview. Attrition was highest 
in San Jose, where we lost 24% of the original mothers. Our 
research team’s ability to schedule and complete home visits - a 
crucial step in that children’s cognitive and language develop- 
ment was assessed in the home - also varied across the five 
county sites. In New Haven, we obtained consent from just 
49% of the original mothers participating. This ranged upward 
to 70% of the Tampa mothers who agreed to a home visit. 

Did this loss of families significantly alter the character of the 
overall sample? Table 3.3 details basic demographic features of 
the mothers and children who remained in the wave 2 sample, 
compared to those who were lost. The figures in italics indicate 
characteristics that differ significantly (p<.05) between retained 



and lost families. In Connecticut and California, for example, 
the mothers lost from the wave 2 sample were significantly 
older than those we retained. 

We also retained a higher percentage of Latina mothers in the 
California sample, compared to their smaller representation in 
the original sample. This is largely due to the fact that we 
dropped 21 Vietnamese-American mothers who had partici- 
pated in the wave 1 exercise. All lived in San Jose. Even after 
eight months of outreach work, many of these women re- 
mained reluctant to participate or schedule home visits. Some 
had moved and could not be located. Since the Vietnamese- 
American mothers had been over-sampled at wave 1, their high 
attrition rate did not seriously affect the overall representative- 
ness of the San Jose sample. 46 

The final pair of columns indicates that measures of children’s 
early language and cognitive proficiencies did not differ between 
the children retained and those lost from the sample. On one 
child measure pertaining to the Connecticut sample we did 
observe that retained children scored higher at wave 1 than 
those who left the sample. Overall, this is good news from a 
sampling perspective: we see little evidence that sampling 
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